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Two women kidnapped on Jan. 1 from a remote tourist lodge in northeastern Costa Rica were safely
returned on March 12 to San Jose after their families negotiated a settlement with their abductors.
In addition to concern for the victims, Costa Ricans were worried about the potential damage to
the country's image as a safe tourist destination. The kidnapping also raised questions about the
government's handling of the case. During the 71-day crisis, the Costa Rican government was
unable to negotiate the victims' release or even to make contact through a negotiator. The release
was instead effected by the families of the victims with help from European emissaries. The two
women are Nicola Fleuchaus, a German tourist, and Regula Susana Siegfried, a Swiss resident of
Costa Rica who was the tour guide for a group of German tourists spending New Year's Day at the
Laguna Lagarto Lodge near the Nicaraguan border where the abduction took place.
The kidnap gang, which calls itself the Comando Viviana Gallarado, demanded US$1 million in
US currency and US$5,000 in Costa Rican currency plus a number of social and political measures
from the government, such as an 18% increase in the minimum wage for Costa Rican workers
(see NotiSur, 03/01/96). In a note released by the government on Feb. 23, the abductors urged the
government to negotiate and set a March 1 deadline to begin talks, after which they would kill the
hostages. Until that time, the government had been unable or unwilling to contact the gang. After
one failed attempt by Roman Catholic priest Eduardo Bolanos whom both sides had accepted as gobetween the government refused to permit him to make further attempts because it said it could not
guarantee his safety.
At that point, the victims' families began seeking direct contact with the kidnappers without
government involvement. They published a note in the San Jose press asking the kidnappers to
negotiate and saying President Jose Maria Figueres had agreed to guarantee the safety and liberty
of the kidnappers during negotiations. At a demonstration in support of the kidnapped women
that was held in the Plaza de la Democracia on March 1, First Vice President Rodrigo Oreamuno
publicly asked the kidnappers to extend their deadline for another week. On Feb. 29, Peter Siegfried,
husband of Regula Susana Siegfried, and a Swiss national initially identified only as de Mollis had
cruised the San Juan and San Carlos rivers on a boat flying Costa Rican, Swiss, German, and Vatican
flags.
On the following day, the kidnappers made contact from the banks of the river. This was the first
direct contact since the Jan. 1 kidnapping, but it was cut short when a helicopter belonging to Costa
Rica's top state security agency, Direccion de Inteligencia y Seguridad (DIS), appeared overhead.
"We all started running like crazy," de Mollis later told a television news team. "What the police
did was an outrage." He said that Figueres and the police agencies had promised not to interfere
or enter the area where the contact might take place. "The authorities went back on their word,"
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 4

LADB Article Id: 55744
ISSN: 1060-4189

de Mollis said. "We can't cooperate with these people if they are so cynical as to put our lives in
danger."
De Mollis refused to give details on where the abortive meeting took place. "Any information that
would give a clue to the identity of the kidnappers could put the lives of the hostages in danger,"
he said. Officials of the Supreme Court's judicial investigation unit (Organismo de Investigacion
Judicial, OIJ), which was in charge of the case, said they had no knowledge of the contact made
by the families. Manuel Morales, vice minister of information, also said the government knew
nothing of any contact with the kidnappers nor of police activity or helicopter flights in the area.
Later, however, the government confirmed that a DIS helicopter had flown over the area. Oreamuno
explained that the aircraft was on a mission related to the kidnapping but said authorities had not
intended to interfere with the rendezvous. He called the overflight "bad luck."
On March 6, the kidnappers used a newspaper advertisement apparently paid for by the victims'
families to repeat their US$1 million ransom demand and extend their deadline for negotiations.
Finally, on March 7, Peter Siegfried, de Mollis, and Bolanos met the kidnappers on the Costa Rican
side of the San Juan River. During the ensuing negotiations, the kidnappers apparently reduced
their demand to a cash payment only, omitting the social and political demands altogether. On
March 11, an undisclosed sum of money plus food, medicine, and clothing were turned over to the
kidnappers. The two women were released the following day.
From statements by the two victims, the emissaries who dealt with the kidnappers, and others
involved in the negotiations a confusing picture emerges in which the amount of the ransom, if
any, the motives of the kidnappers, and the role played by Costa Rican authorities are unclear. In
a March 12 statement, Martin Rilling, the Fleuchaus family lawyer in Germany, said a ransom was
paid, but he did disclose the amount. However, a Costa Rican radio station reported that US$200,000
had been paid. At the same time, Minister of Information Alejandro Soto said that neither the Costa
Rican government nor the governments of Germany or Switzerland had paid any ransom.
Although this was confirmed by Werner Hoyer, an official of the German Foreign Ministry, he
said he could neither confirm nor deny that the families had paid anything. Peter Siegfried also
denied that he paid US$200,000. "The only things we delivered were medicines, boots, and food,"
he told a press conference. But de Mollis, by then identified as Ekhart Oehring, a Swiss citizen
resident in Germany, said he and Peter Siegfried had paid a small sum of between US$200 and US
$250, and that the kidnappers accepted it because they were tired and wanted to end the ordeal.
A third version came from Germany, where Rilling said the two families each paid US$100,000 to
ransom the women. The international nature of the crisis was evident from the high priority given
it by the Swiss and German governments. A spokesman for the German Foreign Ministry, Walter
Lindner, told the news agency Notimex that the German government was aiding Costa Rica with
various measures. A "special crisis unit" was set up within the German Foreign Ministry in Bonn to
track the situation in Costa Rica, and German police were dispatched to Costa Rica to assist in the
investigation.
Werner Hoyer, vice minister of the German Foreign Ministry, flew to Costa Rica to confer on the
case with President Figueres, Foreign Minster Fernando Naranjo, and high-level police and security
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officials. German police were present when the women were returned to the Laguna Lagarto
Lodge after their release. An argument took place between German police, who wanted to take the
women to San Jose, and Costa Rican police, who insisted on interrogating them first. German police
officers also acted as bodyguards for the women, keeping reporters and crowds at a distance. After
the two women were returned to safety, Public Security Minister Juan Diego Castro told a news
conference, "The government achieved its main objective, which was to obtain the safe return of
the two kidnapped women." But doubt remains about how effective Costa Rican agencies were
in responding to the kidnapping and who can be credited with achieving the government's main
objective.
The Costa Rican government appeared to have played little or no role in the final resolution of the
case. "Ultimately, it was the families and a mediator, with the participation of the [German] embassy
and the [German] Federal Criminal Office, who together secured the release," said German Foreign
Minister Klaus Kinkel. "It doesn't really matter who carried most of the burden, what matters is that
both the hostages are free." At the March 13 press conference in the German Embassy, both women
criticized the slowness of the Costa Rican government to act and suggested that this may have
hampered negotiations being carried out by German police. "[The Costa Rican government] didn't
take the kidnapping seriously," Siegfried said. Rilling also had harsh words for the government,
saying that Costa Rican cooperation was "difficult and problematic."
Information Minister Alejandro Soto admitted that the government had made mistakes in its
handling of the kidnapping because of "a lack of experience in cases like this." An editorial in
the San Jose newspaper La Nacion said the government "had acted with restraint," and had
"contributed to the freeing of the victims." It added, however, that the gang's existence for so long
without police knowledge "suggests that there are important defects in our security mechanisms."
As for the motives and identity of the Comando Viviana Gallarado, Costa Rican authorities have
maintained since January that the kidnappers are former Nicaraguan contras who are now operating
as common criminals.
The official view that the kidnappers were only interested in the money was given some weight
when they accepted the ransom money and dropped all the social and economic demands for the
Costa Rican people. Still, the victims and others who dealt with the kidnappers disagreed with the
official view. After the first abortive meeting on March 1, de Mollis said, "They are not criminals.
These are people...with ideals." He also contradicted the official theory that the kidnappers were
former Nicaraguan contras. The person he talked to was not Nicaraguan, said de Mollis. "He spoke
like the people here, from Boca Tapada." Nicaraguan authorities also disputed Costa Rica on this
point and Nicaraguan military spokesman Milton Sandoval said the gang "had never been in
Nicaraguan territory." At the March 13 press conference, both women said they had been well
treated by the kidnappers who, they said, were not common criminals." "They apologized for
kidnapping us and, after they abducted us, they did all they could to make it easy on us," said
Siegfried. She said the captors told her their group was newly organized and the motive for the
kidnapping was to bring their cause to the attention of the world.
After the return of the two women, Oreamuno promised "strong police action" in the northern
part of the country to apprehend the kidnappers with mobilization of the rural police, the civil
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guard, the OIJ, and the DIS. A judge in Ciudad Quesada, in whose jurisdiction the kidnapping
occurred, ordered the two victims and de Mollis not to leave the country until the investigation is
completed. Despite the denials that a ransom was paid, Costa Rican banks have been sent a list of
the serial numbers of 2,000 US$100 bills that were allegedly given to the kidnappers. The effect of the
kidnapping on Costa Rica's vital tourist industry has yet to be measured, though there were press
reports that tourism from Germany is down.
Lindner, the German Foreign Ministry spokesman, said that the German government did not think
that the kidnapping could be blamed on a lack of security for foreign tourists. "This is not a country
that we would place among those with high crime rates," he said. To date, the German Foreign
Ministry has not issued a travel advisory warning citizens not to travel in Costa Rica. In thanking
the Nicaraguan, German, and Swiss governments for their cooperation, Foreign Minster Naranjo
took a positive view of the long kidnapping ordeal. "Whatever negative effect this incident may
have had on the image of the country abroad has been completely overcome and offset by the happy
outcome of the kidnapping and by the efficient and prudent action of the government," Naranjo
said. (Sources: Notimex, 03/07/96; Agence France-Presse, 03/01/96, 03/04/96, 03/05/96, 03/12/96,
03/13/96; Reuter, 03/07/96, 03/12/96, 03/13/96; La Nacion, 03/11/96, 03/12/96, 03/13/96, 03/14/96;
Deutsche Press Agentur, 03/13/96 and 03/14/96).
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